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Abstract 
 
So many efforts have been made, both at the legislative and policy-making level to 
ensure that learner discipline is handled more effectively and moves away from 
corporal punishment, which was the norm before the enactment of the current South 
African Schools Act. Some of the provisions of the Act stipulates that each school is 
responsible for setting up its own Disciplinary Code suited to its environment and 
developed in conjunction with relevant stakeholders like parents and other 
community leaders. The Act also makes provision for the setting up of structures 
such as the School Governance Body (SGB) and the School Management Team 
(SMT). 
 
A number of scholars have provided some insights on the issue of school discipline. 
Several of them have reported that in their research, several schools cited the lack of 
learner discipline as one of the problems hampering effective teaching and learning. 
The study, using various literature further attempts to make the distinction between 
discipline and punishment, stressing that the former is a process that uses teaching, 
modelling, and other appropriate strategies to maintain behaviour necessary to 
ensure a safe, orderly and productive learning environment by changing 
unacceptable behaviour to acceptable behaviour. On the other hand, punishment is 
a facet of discipline that involves action taken in response to inappropriate behaviour 
in order to correct or modify it, and to restore harmonious relations. Therefore 
punishment is a penalty or corrective measure inflicted on a person who has 
transgressed at school and is guilty of misconduct. 
 
The literature also shows that there are many difficulties and problems associated 
with implementing the discipline policy in South African schools in respect of the 
code of conduct. As a result, incidences of violence, gangsterism, stabbings, 
assaults on teachers and the rape of girls are quite common. Other researchers like 
Harber (2001) shows that such cases are actually increasing. 
 
Some findings from the research include the fact that there is no universally 
understood and clear definition of discipline which means it is interpreted differently 
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with both learners and educators. Consequently, they perceive problems differently 
and come up with different solutions. Generally, both parties are of the opinion of the 
fact that the whole disciplinary process is not working as effectively as it should. The 
primary recommendation therefore is to review the whole policy and the statutory 
instrument in which both learners and educators base on the policy so that it reflects 
the current situation and takes cognisance of the challenges faced. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction & Background 
 
The democratization of the South African school system in line with the new 
democratic constitution enacted upon attainment of independence in 1994 has 
brought with it emphasis on respect and preservation of children's rights. As a 
signatory to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, the country is compelled to 
pass laws and take social, educational and administrative measures to protect the 
child. Resultantly, disciplinary measures like corporal punishment were abolished. 
Section 12 of the South African Constitution Act No. 108 of 1996 states that 
"everyone has the right not to be treated or punished in a cruel, inhuman or 
degrading way". In line with the Constitution, the National Education Policy Act of 
1996 (Republic of South Africa, 1996a:A-47) states that "no person shall administer 
corporal punishment or subject a student to psychological or physical abuse at any 
educational institution". Schools have to come up with functional alternative 
measures in order to deal with indiscipline. This shows the dilemma schools face in 
trying to respect children's rights and at the same time finding adequate and 
meaningful measures to deal with learner indiscipline without infringing on the said 
rights (Chisholm, 2007). 
 
The Eastern Cape Department of Education (ECDoE) has 23 education districts, 
divided into circuits.  The districts are responsible mainly for education management 
whilst the Head Office, based in Zwelitsha, is mainly responsible for research, policy 
development, strategic planning, coordination, monitoring and evaluation. Key district 
services include advice and coordination on curriculum, education for learners with 
special needs, and institutional management and governance. It is interesting to note 
that various reports at national level tag the Eastern Cape as the poorest province in 
the country and in a way this has been reflected in the academic performance of the 
learners. For example in 2013 the province’s overall pass rate was 64,9%. The figure 
is up from 61,6% in 2012. Although these statistics seem encouraging, the Eastern 
Cape Province is once again the worst performer in the country, and the only 
province with a pass % below 70%. The other eight provinces have obtained pass 
rates between 71,8% and 87,2% (Democratic Alliance, 2013). What is most 
disconcerting is the number of learners that entered Grade 1 in 2002 and those that 
successfully completed Grade 12 in 2013. In 2002 there were 284 283 learners that 
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entered Grade 1, with 77 602 reaching Grade 12 in 2013. However, only 75 092 sat 
for the National Senior Certificate examinations in 2013 with only 48 734 
successfully completing Grade 12 (Democratic Alliance, 2013). 
 
Before 1994 teachers were encouraged to use the cane as a method of keeping 
control in the classrooms. The teachers were also empowered to be in charge in the 
classroom, but in a hostile or authoritarian manner. In this way teachers were made 
to believe that power and authority were the basis for control and discipline. The 
classroom environment was formal and tended to be tense, and the learners were 
not given any say in disciplinary matters (Mokhele, 2006). 
 
To enable effective learning to take place it is critical that a safe, secure and positive 
environment is created. To this end, the Department of Education (2008:1) asserts 
that the school is committed to providing an environment for the delivery of quality 
teaching and learning by promoting the rights and safety of all learners, educators 
and parents. The school governing body (SGB) can and should play an important 
role in the establishment and maintenance of sound discipline (Joubert & Bray, 
2007:80). For this reason, the South African Schools Act (Republic of South Africa, 
1996a) mandates SGBs to adopt a code of conduct for learners as a way of 
“establishing a disciplined and purposeful school environment, dedicated to 
improving the quality of the learning process”. In the context of this study, a 
disciplined environment refers to an environment free of any disruptive behaviour, 
which mostly relates to behaviour or action by learners that may negatively affect 
their education or that may interfere detrimentally with the atmosphere conducive to 
learning in the classroom or any other school activity.  
 
A code of conduct for learners is a form of subordinate legislation that reflects the 
democratic principles of the Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996b) by 
supporting the values of human dignity, equality and freedom. The code of conduct 
spells out rules regarding learner behaviour and describes the disciplinary process to 
be implemented concerning transgressions by learners (Department of Education, 
2008:1). Rossouw (2007:82) makes the point that a code of conduct is a consensus 
document and its drafting process should be characterised by the involvement of 
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parents, learners, educators and non-educators at the school (Mestry & Khumalo, 
2012). 
 
1.2 Statement of the Problem 
 
In today’s society, most teachers feel like they do not exercise enough control in the 
classroom due to the fact that corporal punishment has been banned in all schools 
under the South African Schools Act. Many educators have found themselves in a 
position of not knowing what to do in the absence of corporal punishment. No 
training in alternative forms of discipline was provided for teachers. As a result 
teachers felt, and still feel, that there is nothing that they can do to discipline children 
at school.  
 
There are many difficulties and problems associated with implementing the 
disciplinary policy in South African schools in respect of the code of conduct. South 
Africa is a country with unusually high levels of violence, with areas loaded with 
social pain. “Many educators have to deal with the terrifying and constant threat of 
gangsterism, assaults on teachers and brutal rapes of schoolgirls.” (Department of 
Education, 2000:2). Despite these violent realities corporal punishment continued to 
be used in schools as a means of discipline. 
 
Current research shows that cases of learner indiscipline are on the increase in 
South African schools and in some cases, learners are alleged to have murdered 
others in school premises (Harber, 2001). As such, a lot of learner indiscipline cases 
have been reported in schools and this has raised concerns about the safety of 
schools and the classroom environment. In a similar vein, Aziza (2001) reported a 
sharp rise of cases of learners suspended and expelled from the Western Cape 
schools. Reasons that have led to suspensions and expulsions include physical and 
verbal confrontations, theft, substance abuse and watching pornography (Aziza, 
2001). 
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1.3 Research Objectives 
 
1. Analysing if the current legislative and policy framework is adequate in 
ensuring learner discipline 
2. Finding ways in which learner discipline can be improved in a way that is 
acceptable to both learners and teachers. 
3. Assessing the present disciplinary measures available at schools 
4. Making recommendations on how the department can enhance discipline 
among the schools. 
 
 
1.4 Significance of the Study 
 
A study on the learner discipline is important for several reasons. First, according to 
the researcher's own experience and observation, there is a strong correlation 
between learner indiscipline and poor academic performance. As a result, it is likely 
that improved learner discipline will also translate into better grades. Secondly, there 
is widespread violence in South Africa, a phenomenon that is widely documented. 
The researcher therefore believes that ensuring discipline in learners, that is the 
early years of citizens will reduce their likelihood of committing acts of violence later 
in their lives. Lastly, there is need to carry out some research to ascertain whether 
there is a link between the banishment of corporal punishment and the rising crime 
levels in general especially after 1994. 
 
 
1.5 Literature Review 
 
Since independence, South African schools have moved towards greater 
decentralised school governance (Lemmer, 2000:137). Section 16 (1) of The South 
African Schools Act 84 of 1996 gives mandate to the school governing bodies to 
decide on matters of school policy and discipline (RSA, 1996). The principal as 
mandated by Section 16 (3), is responsible for the day to day running of the school 
and dealing with the professional matters. The South African Schools Act (RSA, 
1996 S.10 (1) declares that: no persons may administer corporal punishment to a 
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learner at a school and that any person who contravenes subsection (1) is guilty of 
an offence and liable on conviction to a sentence which could be imposed for 
assault. Despite the fact that corporal punishment has been made illegal in South 
Africa, and several arguments that have been made against its use, some parents 
and educators still believe and rely on this type of punishment as an effective 
method of discipline (Hough, et al.,2006). 
  
Before starting it is important to provide the semantic definition of some of the key 
terms and words in the research. Discipline roots in the Latin word “disciplinare” 
meaning to teach or instruct. It is controlled behaviour resulting from training that is 
expected to produce a particular character or pattern of behaviour. Discipline 
includes rules and punishment which is intended to correct (Thompson, 1995:384; 
Reader’s Digest Dictionary, 1987:443). According to Savage (1991:2) discipline is 
the development of self-control, character orderliness and efficiency. This reflects a 
philosophy that discipline is much more than a response to misbehaviour. These 
positive outcomes result in a satisfying and productive life as opposed to one of fear 
and conformity to arbitrary rules. These outcomes are further, consistent with 
accepting the responsibility of living in a democratic society as well as with the 
highest noblest goals of education (Savage, 1991:2). 
 
Raffini (1980:23) defines discipline as the process of maintaining order by assisting 
learners to discover the value, utility and necessity of obeying reasonable rules and 
procedures and to assume responsibility for their behaviour. In the broader sense, 
discipline implies not only external discipline but a personal or inner discipline 
prompted by spiritual acceptance of disciplined behaviour (Van Rensburg, 
Kilian&Landman, 1994:361). It denotes restraint by means of positive guidance, by 
indicating the correct way and ensuring adherence to the correct way. According to 
Webster (1968:4) discipline denotes the development within individuals of the 
necessary personal controls to train themselves for adult life and develop their 
personality. Mabeba and Prinsloo (2000:34) concur and state that discipline may 
qualify as an integral part of effective educational effort in which the educators and 
parents help a child who is supported and guided towards a degree of self-
actualization and a responsible, joyful adulthood. Charles (1999:3) further defines 
discipline as what teachers do to help learners behave in an acceptable manner in 
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school. The intention is to prevent, suppress and redirect misbehaviour. Savage 
(1991:7) agrees with Charles (1999:3) on the main goal of discipline. He further 
contends that when learners exercise self-control they demonstrate responsibility. 
Self-control is not an innate characteristic but it is learned. Discipline includes the 
development of internal mechanisms that enable individuals to control themselves 
(Blandford, 1998:2). 
 
Jones, (in Cotton, 2004:2) defines discipline as the business of enforcing simple 
classroom rules that facilitate learning and minimise disruption. Jones further defines 
discipline as the slow, bit-by-bit, time-consuming task of helping children to see the 
sense of acting in a certain way. Levin and Noulan (2000:21) define a disciplinary 
problem as any behaviour that disrupts the teaching act or is psychologically or 
physically unsafe. Savage (1991:9) advises that discipline should be managed. 
Blandford (1998:1) asserts that discipline and management are central to effective 
schools. Management of discipline is about managing the environment in such a way 
that discipline problems are prevented. Most researchers seem to agree that 
nowhere is it more true that “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure” than in 
disciplining learners. 
 
Looking at the legal context, learners have a constitutional right to receive education 
in a safe school environment (RSA, 1996). School governing bodies and school 
management have a duty to ensure that this right is ensconced. Educators have a 
legal “duty of care” which implies looking after the physical and mental well being of 
learners and the duty to maintain order at school. This includes the protection of 
learners from any harm during breaks and extra-mural activities (Prinsloo, 2005:9). 
Zulu, Urbani and van der Merwe (2004:170), define violence as the exertion of 
physical force to injure or destroy, accompanied by anger and hostility. It is any act 
where there is a deliberate attempt to inflict physical harm. Bender (1992:75) 
maintains that violence is a learned behaviour. Children can acquire this behaviour 
through family and social environment. Van den Aardweg and Van den Aardweg 
(1988:123) describe school violence as any behaviour of learners, educators and 
administrators who attempt to inflict physical injury on another person or to damage 
school property. 
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Various researchers hold the opinion that educators are responsible to maintain 
discipline within the school. According to Joubert and Prinsloo (1999:55), educators 
are responsible to maintain discipline at all times. Varma (1993:31) states that 
beyond their responsibility for teaching, educators are also responsible for the moral 
development of learners and to ensure that they become law-abiding citizens. This 
implies that, within the school community, educators are expected to respond in a 
controlling fashion to violations of the institutional rules of the school and forms of 
behaviour such as theft, bullying and vandalism that has a direct bearing on the 
moral domain. The Department of Education also demands that discipline be 
maintained in schools so that a culture of teaching and learning is realized. 
According to Section 8 (1) of the South African Schools Act (RSA, 1996a:8), 
discipline must be maintained in the school and classroom situations so that the 
education of learners flourish, without disruptive behaviour and offences. Educators 
are in fact expected to handle disruptive learners in their classes so that all learners 
can focus on their schoolwork. Butchart and McEwan (1998:177) support this view 
by stating that in a quality school, educators must learn how to handle a disruptive 
learner in a way that is not punitive, yet gets the situation under control and, at the 
same time, opens the learners’ minds to work in class. 
 
The importance of both teachers and families in providing safety and security has 
been highlighted by research (Smit, & Liebenberg, 2003:1). Davidoff and Lazarus 
(1997:165) emphasise the importance of capacity building since the school 
governing bodies have to provide an organic link between the school and its 
community. As the guardian of the school the school governing body has a challenge 
to guide the school with wisdom and insight. The important question is: To what 
extent are the school governing bodies capable of “establishing a disciplined and 
purposeful school environment, dedicated to the improvement and maintenance of 
the quality of the learning process”? (RSA, 1996:7) 
 
Research shows a direct link between corporal punishment and levels of violence in 
society (Porteus, et al., 2001:6; Zulu, et al., 2000:171). Research further, shows that 
many parents still believe in corporal punishment as a means of dealing with 
misconduct and it is therefore necessary to inform all stakeholders of alternative 
methods for them to play a meaningful role (Van Wijk, 2004:52). Communities 
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around the world began to see the scrapping of corporal punishment in schools as 
an important step towards creating a more peaceful and tolerant society. Most 
countries support this and corporal punishment has been banned in Europe, North 
America, Australia, Japan and in many other countries (Department of Education 
2000:1). One of the main arguments against the use of corporal punishment is that it 
does not promote a desired behaviour, it merely tries to eradicate a negative 
behaviour. Porteuset. al., (2001:12) argue that corporal punishment does not teach 
children lessons about discipline, but rather destroys their experience of school. It 
only teaches obedience to authority through fear, rather than teaching children to 
take responsibility for their behaviour. 
 
According to Kruger and Steinman (2003:15) a positive school climate is one in 
which learners are assisted along a number of developmental pathways. Educator-
learner relationships should be characterized by caring and a positive school climate 
should manifest listening, critical questioning, openness and a feeling of being cared 
for. In such a caring environment, learners will be more willing to take risks. If there 
is a positive rapport between educators and learners, learners will achieve good 
results in their studies and they will also behave correctly. A positive school climate 
will have the following impact on the teaching and learning situation and the 
achievement of learners: a reduction of absenteeism and drop-out rates because 
learners want to be at school, the promotion of motivation and learners’ will to learn 
(Kruger and Steinman, 2003:15-16). Kruger and Steinman (2003:15-16) further state 
that a positive school climate will also have the following impact on the teaching and 
learning situation and the achievement of learners: increased willingness on the part 
of educators to take risks, to step outside the defined boundaries, and to make the 
classroom more exciting and challenging for learners as well as the encouragement 
of learners to continue with confidence in their efforts even if they failed to succeed 
the first time. 
 
The rights of learners in South Africa are generally protected by the Bill of Rights 
(Republic of South Africa, 1996). Several researchers have wrote on this Bill of 
Rights. According to Maduna (2000), South Africa's Bill of Rights has its grounding in 
human dignity, equality, the advancement of human rights, non-racialism, non-
sexism, universal adult suffrage, regular elections, multi-party policy, 
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constitutionalism, and the rule of law. Nthai (1998) traces the history of the Bill of 
Rights in South Africa from Orange Free State Constitution of 1854, The African Bill 
of Rights (1923), The African Claims (Bill of Rights) 1943 and the The Freedom 
Charter of 1955. 
 
There have been several commentators on the South Africa learner discipline policy. 
The South African Schools Act, No. 84 Of 1996 specifically says there is no general 
policy on learner policy. Rather, each school sets its own policy within the confines 
set out by the legislation (Republic of South Africa, 1996). Mestry&Khumalo (2012) 
supports this view by mentioning that The South African Schools Act of 1996 
provides that school governing bodies (SGBs) should adopt and assist in the 
enforcement of a learner code of conduct to maintain discipline effectively. However, 
they go on to argue that the literacy levels of the majority of SGB members (parents) 
make it difficult for them to design and enforce the learner code of conduct, even 
though the department may have provided training. Furthermore, parent-governors 
are far removed from the day-to-day operations of the school, and consequently fail 
to contextualise the seriousness of discipline problems as well as to enforce the 
learner code of conduct effectively. Bechuke&Debeila (2012) observes that the 
current policy framework regarding learner discipline is not good enough. Rather, 
their findings suggests what they called the Choice Theory which they believe will 
contribute in successfully managing and modifying challenging learner behaviours, 
ensuring discipline in schools, and educating learners in the habit of accountability 
and responsibility for their actions without using punishment. 
 
 
1.6 Research Methodology 
 
This research will make use of a qualitative approach for data collection and 
analysis. Straus and Corbin (1990: 17) define qualitative research as any kind of 
research that produces findings not arrived at by means of statistical procedures or 
by any other means of quantification. It can refer to research about personalities, 
opinions, decisions, behaviour, but also about organisational functioning, social 
movement or international relationships.  
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 The qualitative research approach has various data collection strategies, such as 
interviews, observation and focus group discussions. For this study, structured 
interviews and observation will be used.  The research will also make use of 
available resources like books, journals various reports and periodicals 
 
1.6.1 Sampling 
 
When conducting the research, the sample will be made up of teachers, the School 
Governing Body (SGB) members, parents, learners and policy makers in the 
Department of Education. The research draws from this wide sample because the 
formation of a school's Code of Conduct is an inclusive process therefore there is 
need to interview all the stakeholders who are involved in the setup. The learners are 
included in the sample because ultimately they are the ones most affected during the 
execution of the Code of Conduct. 
 
1.6.2 Data Collection Tools 
 
Firstly, the research made use of structured interviews with the stakeholders 
mentioned above who will make up the sample frame. The interviews are designed 
in such a way that they focus teachers experiences in the administration of 
discipline, the opinion of education policy makers on the present legislative 
framework on learner discipline, and on the narratives of learners on the fairness of 
existing Codes of Conduct and whether it offers enough protection from both 
teachers and fellow learners. During the interviews outlines above, the researcher 
will be guided by an interview guide to enable the researcher to decide on relevant 
questions for certain specific stakeholders as well adapting the wording of the 
questions to suit specific localities and conditions.  
 
Besides interviews the researcher used personal observation as a research tool. 
Being in the Education field, the researcher drew from personal experiences as well 
as day to day interactions with fellow teachers and learners and use the 
observations to contribute to the research. 
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1.6.3 Data Analysis 
 
During the data collection the researcher will make a transcription of the interviews 
and do a content analysis afterwards. This will focus on common responses from the 
stakeholders as well as trends and patterns from the responses. The analysis will 
also look at certain anomalies in the responses. This data will then be triangulated 
with the researcher's own observation to see if there is a corroboration of evidence. 
 
1.7 Ethical Considerations 
 
In conducting the study the researcher will ensure that the interviews are designed 
and conducted in such a way that they will not offend or cause discomfort to all the 
respondents. The privacy that is deserved by the research ethics will be ensured by 
the researcher. Clear explanation to the respondents prior the actual conduct of the 
study will be done in ensuring that fears from the respondents are alleviated. 
Preferably, interviews will be conducted in the language of the respondents as well 
as the questionnaires will be explained to the respondents in their language. Cultural 
sensitivity will be considered throughout the research. Care will also be taken to 
ensure that the research methodology be carried out in accordance with high ethical 
standards. The researcher will ensure that the names of the respondents are not 
accommodated any space in the interviews for the benefit of confidentiality. 
 
 
 
1.8 Scope and Limitation of the Study 
 
The study is restricted to understanding current state of learner discipline in selected 
schools in the King Williams Town district. As a result, the findings of the study 
should be understood in the context of that locality as the location of a school 
determines the socio-economic backgrounds of learners and ultimately the level and 
extent of their discipline or lack thereof. The conclusions and recommendations from 
the study have a limited context and should also be interpreted and viewed in the 
confines of an Eastern Cape learning environment. 
19 | P a g e  
 
 1.9 Clarification of Concepts and Terms 
 
According to Leedy (1993), precise meaning of the terms should be given in relation 
to the research project. The terms should be defined operatively. The following terms 
are dealt with. 
 
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child is a human rights treaty 
setting out the civil, political, economic, social, health and cultural rights of children. 
The Convention defines a child as any human being under the age of eighteen, 
unless the age of majority is attained earlier under a state's own domestic legislation 
(Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2010). 
 
Corporal punishment is a form of physical punishment that involves the deliberate 
infliction of pain as retribution for an offence, or for the purpose of disciplining or 
reforming a wrongdoer, or to deter attitudes or behaviour deemed unacceptable. The 
term usually refers to methodically striking the offender with the open hand or with an 
implement, whether in judicial, domestic, or educational settings. Corporal 
punishment is defined by the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child as: 
"any punishment in which physical force is used and intended to cause some degree 
of pain or discomfort, however light." (UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 
2001). 
 
 
1.10 Preliminary Framework for the Research 
 
The first chapter in the study gives an overview of the learner discipline in South 
Africa both before and after independence. The chapter also gives the case study, 
research objectives, research methods to be used, research questions to be 
answered after the study. The second chapter is a literature review. It looks at such 
issues like the current legislation on learner discipline, the policy frameworks in other 
countries and debates on the abolition of corporal punishment. The third chapter is 
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the research methodology. This chapter will outline the research design, sampling 
frame and sample size as well as the data collection tools. Chapter four presents a 
discussion of the fieldwork findings and relates these findings to the literature review.  
Chapter five,which is the last chapter is the conclusion. The chapter will wrap up the 
findings of the whole study as well as giving some recommendations. 
 
 
1.11 Summary 
 
The above chapter sums up the direction and context of the research. It outlined the 
research objectives, the research problems and reasons why it is necessary to 
conduct this specific research. The chapter went on to give a snapshot of the 
literature on learner discipline and the methods and tools that will be employed to 
coleect data for the research. The next chapter deals with the Literature Review. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 
2.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter looks at learner discipline literature from a number of perspectives. The 
chapter starts giving a background to the various events leading up to the drafting of 
the current legislations governing learner discipline. Secondly, the chapter also give 
general definitions of discipline in the context of learners and the school 
environment. The chapter also looks at the general arguments surrounding corporal 
punishment as this is very much closely linked with discipline. The chapter also looks 
at the legal framework regarding learner discipline and punishment and concludes by 
looking at how the home environment determines learner behaviour. 
 
 
2.2 Background 
 
The South African Schools Act (Act 84 of 1996) has resulted in a paradigm shift in 
the manner in which discipline is dealt with in schools. Prior to 1996, the South 
African education system supported corporal punishment and the promotion of an 
inhumane retributive ideology, based on behavioural principles (Naong, 2007:284). 
Naong (2007) further elaborates that the dilemma facing the South African educator 
is that the education system advocates the establishment of health-promoting 
schools and defines these as institutions that engage in social, educational and 
political action that enhances public awareness of health and fosters healthy 
lifestyles. He states that this will require sustained support from the authorities, which 
until now has been sorely lacking. Naong (2007) argues that this lack of support for 
educators is not unique to the South African situation, as schools in Scotland have 
also reported a lack of support from parents, support agencies and the education 
department and a resultant increase in disruptive behaviour at the time of the 
abolition of corporal punishment. The teaching profession is suffering from change 
fatigue: numerous changes have come to bear on educators’ personal as well as 
professional well-being, which includes their work ethic, job satisfaction and morale. 
Naong (2007:285) lists some of these changes as rightsizing, redeployment and 
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even retrenchment threats, the challenges posed by a new curriculum, the abolition 
of corporal punishment, and the alleged escalation of lack of discipline in schools. 
 
Many schools have identified lack of discipline as a very serious problem hampering 
effective teaching and learning. Many reasons advancing this argument have been 
advocated. Squelch and Lemmer (1994:44) indicate that lack of discipline and 
misbehaviour are some of the key factors of school life and as such, in many schools 
discipline is a major problem. In this regard, Public Agenda (2004.1) points out that 
many learners lose many critical opportunities for learning because of the behaviour 
of a few persistent troublemakers and educators say that misbehaving learners are 
quick to point out that they have rights and that their parents can sue the schools. 
Gwala (1999), an educator believes that indiscipline in schools, amongst other 
reasons is caused by the social influence of peer pressure wherein many learners 
coming from well disciplined homes misbehave when they join groups of 
undisciplined learners. Indeed, from the researcher's own experience, many parents 
whose children are well-behaved at home are surprised at their children's reported 
misbehaviour at school, and they often attribute such a change to peer group 
pressure. 
 
Both Section 8 and Section 20 of the South African Schools Act (Republic of South 
Africa, 1996a) make it mandatory for all SGBs to develop and to adopt a code of 
conduct for learners that is aimed at establishing a disciplined and purposeful school 
environment, dedicated to improving the quality of the learning process. The code of 
conduct must include appropriate disciplinary processes for disciplining learners, and 
measures that will be followed in disciplinary processes. This will ensure that SGBs 
manage learner discipline fairly and justly in line with the provisions of Section 12(1) 
of the Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996b), which provide for the right of 
everyone to freedom and security of the person, including the right not to be tortured 
in any way, and not to be treated or punished in a cruel, inhuman or degrading way. 
 
Christie, Petrie and Christie (1999) cite the challenge of managing discipline in 
schools as being intensified by the growing presence of learners with emotional and 
behavioural disorders displayed through aggressive behavioural responses to social 
problems. Christie et a1 (1999:6) posit that learner misbehaviour might be caused 
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by, among others, psychological problems associated with adolescence and 
difficulties with peer group interactions. These authors cite both family and school as 
causing most indiscipline problems of learners and point out that factors likely to lead 
to learners' antisocial and aggressive behaviour include unemployment and poor 
access to economic resources, high incidences of alcohol abuse, low expectation by 
parents, little positive parent involvement with the child's school, high levels of family 
stress and conflict, punitive disciplinary practices including corporal punishment and 
a high incidence of domestic violence. 
 
The foregoing exposition of possible causes of learner indiscipline indicates clearly 
the challenge faced by schools regarding learner discipline. It is also clear that these 
problems are situated in various areas of learners' lives, that is, at home, at school 
and in the community where they live. It is however, an undeniable fact that poor 
discipline or lack thereof can be a major influence to effective teaching and learning. 
In fact, Kant and March (2004) argue that school discipline has two main goals 
namely, ensuring the safety of staff and learners and creating an environment 
conducive to learning. Therefore effective school discipline strategies seek to 
encourage responsible behaviour and to provide all learners with a satisfying school 
experience as well as to discourage misconduct. 
 
The focus and emphasis on learner discipline is important because according to 
some studies, to enable effective learning to take place it is critical that a safe, 
secure and positive environment is created (Joubert & Squelch, 2005). To this end, 
the Department of Education (2008:1) asserts that the school is committed to 
providing an environment for the delivery of quality teaching and learning by 
promoting the rights and safety of all learners, educators and parents. The school 
governing body (SGB) can and should play an important role in the establishment 
and maintenance of sound discipline (Joubert & Bray, 2007). For this reason, the 
South African Schools Act (Republic of South Africa, 1996a) mandates SGBs to 
adopt a code of conduct for learners as a way of “establishing a disciplined and 
purposeful school environment, dedicated to improving the quality of the learning 
process” (Mestry and Khumalo, 2012). 
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Notwithstanding the requirement that every public school should have a disciplinary 
policy or a learner code of conduct to ensure a disciplined teaching and learning 
environment, there is a perception amongst stakeholders that learner discipline is a 
serious problem rendering many schools as ineffective institutions of teaching and 
learning (Charlton & David, 1994:6; Buck, 1992:36; Wheldall, 1992:2). Numerous 
experts (Oosthuizen, Roux & Van der Walt, 2003; Joubert, De Waal & Rossouw, 
2004; Van Wyk, 2001; Mabeda & Prinsloo, 2000) rank learner discipline as one of 
the major concerns expressed by all stakeholders in the education process in South 
Africa. A study conducted by Rossouw (2003) revealed that there has been a decline 
in the level of discipline in schools in recent years and this has seriously hampered 
the teaching and learning process. Thompson (2002) who conducted a 
comprehensive study into discipline in primary and secondary education in South 
Africa confirms that there is a breakdown in discipline in schools. Many educators in 
rural secondary schools acknowledge that they have serious problems disciplining 
learners and are disempowered to deal with learners’ disruptive behaviour (Van 
Wyk, 2001:52). 
 
 
2.3 Theories on Discipline 
 
Watson (1919) is credited with founding behaviourism as a movement. To Watson, 
the study of consciousness became irrelevant in predicting the behaviour of animals 
and even humans. In his manifesto, “Psychology as the Behaviourist Views It,” 
Watson (1919:39-40) claimed that introspective psychology was unscientific, 
because it did not deal with objective states. He rejected all subjective states such as 
sensation, imagery and thought unless they could be observed by others. 
Behaviourism, was based on stimulus- response psychology, dealing only with the 
reactions of muscles and glands to stimulus situations (American Psychological 
Association, 1999:1). Skinner (1938a) represents another branch of behaviourism; 
his research was concerned with the experimental analysis of behaviour. Skinner’s 
most significant contribution to conditioning was his work on partial reinforcement, 
i.e. he worked with “schedules of reinforcement” to study and manipulate behaviour. 
He believed that one could predict behaviour by controlling the process of learning 
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and shaping behaviour as one wished. Skinner formulated the concept of operant 
conditioning, through which behaviour could be shaped by reinforcement or the lack 
of it. 
 
According to Fodor (2001) the design and enforcement of the learner code of 
conduct should be underpinned by Curwin and Mendler’s (1980:33) three-
dimensional approach to managing learner discipline. Firstly, the prevention 
dimension entails that SGBs adopt strategies to actively prevent disciplinary 
problems and deal with stress associated with classroom discipline. Secondly, the 
action dimension refers to what action SGBs can take when, in spite of all the steps 
taken to prevent disciplinary problems, they still occur. This includes keeping simple 
records and having strategies to avoid escalating minor problems into major ones. 
Thirdly, the resolution dimension implies that SGBs develop strategies to resolve 
problems with the chronic rule- breaker and the more extreme out-of-control learner. 
In this regard, the SGB is provided with Guidelines for the Consideration of 
Governing Bodies in Adopting a Code of Conduct for Learners (Republic of South 
Africa, 1998), which deals with serious transgressions such as, conduct which 
endangers and violates the safety of others; possession or use of dangerous 
weapons; possession or use of unauthorised drugs or alcohol; fighting; assault or 
battery; immoral behaviour or profanity; theft or possession of stolen property; 
criminal behaviour such rape, bullying and intimidation of other learners. 
 
In the teaching environment, behaviourism would suggest that teaching is the 
arrangement of contingencies of reinforcement under which learners learn (Skinner, 
1968). The educators arrange special contingencies that expedite learning, 
hastening the appearance of behaviour that would otherwise be acquired slowly or 
making the appearance of behaviour which would otherwise never occur (Skinner, 
1968:64). For example, a class list could be put up at the back of the classroom and 
every time a pupil does well, a gold star could be affixed next to his or her name. 
Behaviourism suggests a system that will modify children to comply with prescribed 
norms, which implies that learner autonomy will be restricted. In the behaviourist 
classroom, the learners who are doing their work as instructed by the educator 
should receive positive reinforcement to encourage or condition them for the future. 
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Negative reinforcements are used to deter certain behaviours; these negative 
reinforcements seem to dominate in South African classrooms today. 
 
According to Kohn (1999), parents and teachers who wish to help students learn, 
should do everything possible to help them forget that grades exist. Even praise can 
become a verbal bribe that gets kids hooked on approval. Kohn points out that 
rewards and punishments are just two sides of the same coin – and that the coin 
does not buy very much. Kohn (1999) asserts that promising goodies to children for 
good behaviour will never produce anything more than temporary obedience. 
 
Bandura (1997) maintains that social cognition represents a social constructivist view 
of human learning and development. Bandura’s work on adolescent aggression 
implies that environmental conditions of frustration produce an aggressive drive 
(Bandura & Walters, 1963). He demonstrated that children could imitate others, but 
that this imitation varied considerably, depending on whom the models were and 
how they performed. The importance of these results was that it presumed that 
people were capable of learning rules that generated and regulated their actions 
without going through an arduous trial and error process. Bandura established that 
this phenomenon, vicarious learning, was instrumental in human learning. The social 
learning theory also emphasises the difference between learning and performance. 
Bandura further contends that modeling and imitation alone are not sufficient to 
explain learning and development, focusing increasingly on cognitive constructs 
(memory, language, evaluation, anticipation) that allow the individual to integrate and 
mentally represent experiences. Bandura’s theoretical perspective includes a focus 
on self-regulation, self-perceptions, self-reflective thought, and the power of belief in 
human functioning. 
 
Vitto (2003:5) on the other hand states that having positive and caring relationships 
at school increases resilience in and protects children from academic failure. He 
argues that the goal of a relationship-driven classroom is not only to prevent 
misbehaviour, but also to learn the skills that thwart personal and social destructive 
behaviours, such as violence, substance abuse, poor self-control, early onset of 
aggressive behaviour, academic failure and cognitive barriers to learning. He 
differentiates between external and internal protective factors that can prevent the 
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learner from developing harmful, destructive and ineffective behaviours. Vitto 
(2003:6) defines external protective factors as those that involve family and the 
school environment. Examples of these include care and support, the setting of high 
expectations, and being given meaningful responsibilities at home and of school. 
Internal protective factors or social emotional skills are defined as social skills (such 
as self-awareness, empathy, communication and conflict-resolution skills), problem-
solving skills, optimism and hope for the future, and a sense of self-efficacy. 
Educators can also help to increase the social emotional learning of learners. 
Bandura (1997:3) explains self-efficacy as the belief that one can accomplish a given 
task and that one possesses the power to exert a positive influence over one’s life. 
He further states that self-efficacy is the ability to learn new skills and information 
and is influenced by an individual's feelings of self-efficacy. Persuasion and verbal 
support, along with the student's physiological state, also contribute to feelings of 
self-efficacy. Unlike self-esteem, self-efficacy can differ greatly from one subject or 
performance area to another. Someone may have high self-efficacy concerning 
learning how to draw, and low self-efficacy concerning science. In terms of 
Bandura's (1969:29) theory, the two most powerful sources of self- efficacy are 
learners' previous experiences with similar tasks, and observations. 
 
According to Vitto (2003:4), copious evidence exists that educators have a 
tremendous impact on the quality of life of learners. It is his belief that a relationship-
driven classroom does not only prevent learner misbehaviour in the short term, but 
also helps learners learn skills that prevent the development of more serious 
personal and socially destructive behaviours. He asserts that although educators are 
unable to control these risk factors, protective factors, as previously mentioned, can 
contribute to learners’ resilience. Resilient individuals are able to manage and rise 
above adversity and stress in their lives (Vitto, 2003:4). Some longitudinal studies, 
several following individuals over the course of a lifespan, have documented that 
between a half and two-thirds of children growing up in families with mentally ill, 
alcoholic, abusive or criminally involved parents or in poverty-stricken or war-torn 
communities do overcome the odds and turn a life trajectory of risk into one that 
manifests "resilience," the term used to describe a set of qualities that fosters a 
process of successful adaptation and transformation despite risk and adversity 
(Wang, Waxman & Freiberg, 1996). According to Wang, Haertel and Walberg 
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(1997:119-140), resilience research validates prior research and theory in human 
development that have clearly established the biological imperative for growth and 
development that exists in the human organism and that unfolds naturally in the 
presence of certain environmental characteristics. We are all born with an innate 
capacity for resilience, through which we are able to develop social competence, 
problem-solving skills, a critical consciousness, autonomy, and a sense of purpose 
(Benard, 1991). 
 
An example of Bandura’s (1969) theory within the classroom would be that learners 
who are actively engaged, will perform better and be less distracted if the behaviour 
being modelled, is attention getting. The models should be respected and should be 
shown to be successful. Bandura states that the learners do not always have to be 
actively engaged, as an attention-getting model will produce learning and behaviour. 
Another example of this theory: A learner displays exemplary behaviour. The 
educator notices this and compliments and praises the learner. This action is 
observed by other learners, who model this behaviour, as it has positive 
consequences. The imitated behaviour leads to reinforcing results. The 
consequences of the model’s behaviour affect the observers vicariously. This is 
explained as vicarious reinforcement, in terms of which the model, in this case the 
exemplary learner, is reinforced for a response, and the observer then shows an 
increase in the same response. Bandura’s social learning theory posits that people 
learn from one another via observation, imitation and modelling. The theory has 
often been called a bridge between behaviourist and cognitive learning theories, 
because it encompasses attention, memory and motivation. Later, Bandura (1973) 
also considered personality as an interaction between three components: the 
environment, behaviour, and one’s psychological processes (one’s ability to entertain 
images in one’s mind and language). 
 
The behaviourist theories were clearly overly simplistic and inadequate, particularly 
when applied to human beings (Fodor, 2000:1). Psychologists sought something 
more to explain the complexity of human conduct. The main limitation of behaviour 
modification is that it treats only the outward symptoms of problems, not their 
underlying causes. Bandura (1969:29) concurs that behaviourism was too simplistic 
for the phenomenon that he was observing, namely aggression in adolescents. He 
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contends that the environment causes behaviour, but that behaviour also creates the 
environment, which he labels as reciprocal determinism. Bandura (1969:29) believes 
that learning can also be cognitive. For example: A student watches his father as he 
mows the lawn. He watches how his father goes through the required steps to start 
the mower and how his father mows the yard. Without any environmental feedback, 
the boy is able to start the mower and mow the lawn, which is vicarious learning. 
  
 
2.4 Definitions 
 
2.4.1 Discipline and Punishment 
 
There are many views regarding what discipline is. The Collins English Dictionary 
(2000) defines discipline as training or conditions imposed for the improvement of 
physical powers and self-control and systematic training in obedience to regulations 
and authority; the state of improved behaviour resulting from such training or 
conditions; punishment or chastisement or a system of rules for behaviour. Gootman 
(1997:2) posits that discipline requires that learners experience the consequences of 
their misbehaviour and that its sole aim is to help learners to develop self-control. 
The MASTER Teacher (2001:4) defines discipline as a process that uses teaching, 
modelling, and other appropriate strategies to maintain behaviour necessary to 
ensure a safe, orderly and productive learning environment by changing 
unacceptable behaviour to acceptable behaviour. On the other hand, Rogers 
(1998:11) argues that discipline is indeed "an educator directed activity whereby he 
or she seeks to lead, guide, direct, manage or confront a learner about behaviour 
that disrupts the rights of others." In the quest to promote self-discipline and self-
control. 
 
Charles (2002:7) states that discipline is sometimes inaccurately conceptualised as 
being what educators do when learners misbehave at school or what educators do to 
stifle misbehaviour when it occurs and that discipline must rely on elements of fear 
backed by force to be effective. In most instances discipline tends to be confused 
with punishment. While these two terms are often used interchangeably, they are not 
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the same. Squelch (2002:2) explains discipline as being about positive behaviour 
management aimed at promoting appropriate behaviour and developing in learners a 
sense of self- discipline and self-control.  
 
According to Skiba and Peterson (2003), discipline is associated with the notion of 
bringing children in line with accepted norms of decency, which invokes the long-
standing association of not sparing the rod. Marshall (2005) warns that when 
educators take on the role of disciplining learners, they deprive them of the 
opportunity to become responsible people. However, Oosthuizen, Rossouw and De 
Wet (2004:66) maintain that an educator is obliged to maintain discipline at school by 
virtue of his/her profession and in accordance with his/her legal role (in loco 
parentis), which is the right to maintain authority and the obligation to exercise caring 
supervision over the learner. 
 
Contrary to discipline, it can be accepted that punishment focuses only on 
misbehaviour. Squelch (2000:4) defines punishment as a facet of discipline that 
involves action taken in response to inappropriate behaviour in order to correct or 
modify it, and to restore harmonious relations. Therefore punishment is a penalty or 
corrective measure inflicted on a person who has transgressed at school and is 
guilty of misconduct. Punitive disciplinary measures can be described as those 
measures adopted by a school and/or an educator in the classroom to punish or curb 
the misconduct of a learner. Behaviourists believe that when a learner is punished 
for undesirable behaviour, the behaviour would decrease (Mayer, 2003). Mayer also 
implies that, by the same token, behaviours that are rewarded will increase. 
 
2.4.2 Corporal Punishment 
 
Corporal punishment is defined as any deliberate act that inflicts pain or physical 
discomfort to punish a child, which includes but not limited to, spanking, slapping, 
pinching, paddling or hitting a child with a hand or with an object; denying or 
restricting a child's use of the toilet; denying meals, drink, heat and shelter; pushing 
or pulling a child with force and forcing the child to do exercises (International 
Human Rights Instruments, 2007:Zl). Corporal punishment also includes hitting the 
child with an object such as a cane, belt, whip or shoe, kicking, shaking or throwing 
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the child, pinching or pulling their hair, forcing a child to stay in uncomfortable or 
undignified positions, or to take excessive physical exercise, and burning or scaring 
the child (Soneson, 2005a). 
 
Savage (1999:205) remarks that punishment is the undesirable, painful or 
discomforting effect that results from misbehaviour. Punishment is based on the 
belief that if children are made to suffer for wrong, they will not repeat their 
inappropriate behaviour (Department of Education, 2000a:1). Hence, in the school 
context, punishment is an action taken against an individual as a consequence of 
deviation from the school’s code of conduct. Punishment can be effective in stopping 
unwanted behaviour. However, research shows that the use of punishment may also 
have several undesirable side effects (Savage, 1999:205). According to Lakes 
(2005), controlling children in this manner hinders their development of self-esteem 
and self-identity. He further argues that controlling children may also reinforce the 
powerlessness they feel in adult environments and could stunt their growth toward 
equality, which could further escalate violence and anti-social behaviour in primary 
schools. 
 
According to some observations, most South African educators are themselves 
products of severe corporal punishment, which is why it is so difficult for them to 
accept its abolishment of as many of them still believe in its effectiveness (Du Bois, 
2002:5). In this regard, Du Bois (2002:5) argues that educators think alternative 
methods of disciplining are an "add-on" to their duties and not part of daily practice, 
and that corporal punishment is accepted as part of school life. Secondly, many 
parents advocate the use of corporal punishment as a way of enforcing discipline. 
Maguire (2005) indicates that many parents express the notion that "a good beating 
never hurt anyone," and that some corporal punishment is necessary to instil respect 
for authority, to maintain discipline and to rear "good" citizens. 
  
Anbarasan (1999) reports that many educators argue that without corporal 
punishment schools would descend into chaos and that children would become even 
more unruly by the time they reach high school and that in fact many educators 
believe that in the long run, corporal punishment means less rather than more 
violence. Thus many educators contend that corporal punishment is one of the few 
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disciplinary tools available given the large class sizes they have to deal with on a 
daily basis. It seems therefore that most educators experience a feeling of 
disempowerment and loss of control in that they cannot use corporal punishment as 
a means of enforcing discipline. 
 
As much as there are supportive views for the use of corporal punishment, there are 
even more views against its use. Goduka (1999:164) expresses concern on corporal 
punishment by saying that it contributes to an attitude of violence in the society and 
asserts that many South African parents and educators have less knowledge about 
the impact of corporal punishment on children. To this end, Goduka (1999:164) 
highlights a saying normally used by educators and parents who condone corporal 
punishment, that "Children should be seen and not heard." They believe that talking 
back to an adult or person in authority such as an educator is a serious 
transgression. 
 
Corporal punishment has been found to be incompatible with the constitutional right 
of learners not to be subjected to a degrading form of punishment. As indicated by 
Cameron and Sheppard (2006:17), while discipline is essential for creating a positive 
school climate, school discipline could unintentionally reinforce learner misbehaviour, 
especially in learners who do not like or have little interest in school. Such learners 
may be motivated to find ways to stay away from school, and suspension may have 
the unintended consequence of promoting these learners’ use of inappropriate 
behaviours to provoke disciplinary action that will allow them to stay out of school. 
 
 
2.5 Legislative Framework 
 
After the 1994 elections, South Africa became a signatory to the Convention on the 
Rights of Children (CRC) (Porteus, Vally, & Ruth. 2001:l). This convention pledges to 
take all appropriate legislative, administrative, social and educational measures to 
protect the child from all forms of physical and mental violence, injury or abuse, 
neglect or negative treatment or exploitation, including sexual abuse. In relation to 
school discipline, this legislation and policy affirms that school discipline is 
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administered in a manner consistent with the child's human dignity and conforms to 
the spirit of the convention (Porteus et al.2001:1).  
 
The Constitution and the South African Schools Act are perhaps the most important 
pieces of legislation that regulate discipline issues at schools. Squelch (2000:8) 
describes the Constitution of the Republic of South Africa (hereafter referred to as 
the Constitution) as the supreme law of the country and therefore all law, including 
education legislation, regulations and school policies may not be in conflict with it. 
According to Soneson (2005b:18) and in line with the Constitution, South Africa has 
prohibited corporal punishment being applied to children in all aspects of public life. 
This includes the courts, prisons, children's institutions and schools. This assertion 
finds expression in the provisions of Section 12c-e of the Constitution which 
expressly prohibits corporal punishment by virtue of the said punishment infringing 
on learners rights. 
 
The South African schools Act No. 84 of 1996 (SASA) specifically relates to issues 
pertaining to discipline at schools. According to Department of Education (2000:9), 
discipline must be maintained in the school and the classroom to ensure that the 
education of learners proceeds without any disruptive behaviour and as such school 
authorities are allowed to discipline learners. Furthermore, learners have the 
responsibility to learn and develop their own full potential and to allow fellow 
learners, without any hindrance, to reach their full potential To this end, SASA places 
the responsibility of ensuring the discipline of learners squarely on the functional 
competency of the School Governing Body (SGB) and advocates the establishment 
of the school code of conduct as a first step in this regard.  
 
In accordance with Section 8 of the South African Schools Act (RSA, 1996b), the 
governing body of a public school must adopt a formal code of conduct. This code of 
conduct must aim at establishing a disciplined and purposeful environment to 
facilitate effective education and learning at that school (Boshoff&Morkel, 2003:2B-
18). The code of conduct must be subject to the Constitution of South Africa 
(Republic of South Africa, 1996a) and provincial legislation. The Department of 
Education (2000a:20) states that the code of conduct must embrace the school’s 
values, ethos and mission and not merely comprise rules and regulations. It should 
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therefore be a positive and inspirational document. When a school governing body 
draws up a code of conduct for learners, it is essential that learners, parents and 
educators at the school be involved. The process therefore has to be democratic, 
and all role players must agree. The code of conduct must place emphasis on 
consultative processes involving all role players. The code of conduct thus drawn up 
must play a central role in the school community, and all role players must undertake 
to contribute to its success (Republic of South Africa, 1998). 
 
According to the Department of Education, (2008:1) a code of conduct for learners is 
a form of subordinate legislation that reflects the democratic principles of the 
Constitution (Republic of South Africa, 1996b) by supporting the values of human 
dignity, equality and freedom. The code of conduct spells out rules regarding learner 
behaviour and describes the disciplinary process to be implemented concerning 
transgressions by learners. The Department of Education goes on to make the point 
that a code of conduct is a consensus document and its drafting process should be 
characterised by the involvement of parents, learners, educators and non-educators 
at the school. 
 
 
2.6 The Impact of the Home Environment 
 
Capel et al. (1995:136) propound that problems in secondary schools are caused by 
the fact that many young people want to conform to what they see others doing and 
or being, which gives rise to peer pressure. As a direct result of this pressure they 
turn to question or reject family norms. In other words, it seems that many 
adolescents are trying to "find their feet," to develop an identity and develop new 
relationships.  
 
According to Knott-Craig (2007:6), schools today compete with fashionable pastimes 
and trends such as television, computer games, different cultures, gangs, crime, 
politics, home and religious cultures. These influences are brought into the 
classroom. All South African schools and even the best teachers struggle with 
discipline. Each school has to establish its own culture, ethos or climate. The culture 
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of each school is dependent on what it finds acceptable or unacceptable and what it 
will tolerate and not tolerate. South African schools need to establish a culture of 
respect. Rogers (1998:18) suggests that respect is a commitment to action. Respect 
is not about how we feel, but rather about how we behave. To develop learners who 
are socially well adjusted and able to function healthily in society, we have to teach 
them respect for self and others. This suggests that learners must feel better about 
themselves before they can do better. Schools should be places of safety where 
learners can develop healthy self-esteem and learn appropriate forms of emotional 
expression. Schools thus prepare learners for life. The punitive approach must be 
replaced with constructive forms of discipline that will teach the learner how to do 
better in the future. 
 
Due to the fact that schools are a mirror image of what happens in their 
communities, societal events also exert an influence on schools. Cangelosi 
(1997:63) argues that the proliferation of weapons, daily news telecasts, television 
dramas, motion pictures, video games, sports and music lyrics are some of the 
reflections of society's infatuation with violence. What is critical in this case is that 
television affords an opportunity to witness a dramatised murder, fight, assault or 
rape virtually any time of the day and as such children are exposed to such violent 
acts and these may trigger neurological aggression or can also cause impaired 
thinking and perception (Cangelosi, 1997:63). 
 
The above argument is supported by Curwin and Mendler (1999) who argue that the 
largest single influence on children is the quality of their home life and because 
throughout the last century society has undergone major shifts in values and 
traditions, with the extended family being replaced by smaller nuclear units, single 
parenthood, two working-parent families and one-and-two child families being 
common. Children are also raised in non-traditional ways and many parents have no 
options for providing a secure family structure. 
 
According to Knott-Craig (2007:6), schools today compete with fashionable pastimes 
and trends such as television, computer games, different cultures, gangs, crime, 
politics, home and religious cultures. These influences are brought into the 
classroom. All South African schools and even the best teachers struggle with 
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discipline. Each school has to establish its own culture, ethos or climate. The culture 
of each school is dependent on what it finds acceptable or unacceptable and what it 
will tolerate and not tolerate. South African schools need to establish a culture of 
respect.  
 
Rogers (1998:18) suggests that respect is a commitment to action. Respect is not 
about how we feel, but rather about how we behave. To develop learners who are 
socially well adjusted and able to function healthily in society, we have to teach them 
respect for self and others. This suggests that learners must feel better about 
themselves before they can do better. Schools should be places of safety where 
learners can develop healthy self-esteem and learn appropriate forms of emotional 
expression. Schools thus prepare learners for life. The punitive approach must be 
replaced with constructive forms of discipline that will teach the learner how to do 
better in the future. 
 
2.7 Current Arguments on Learner Discipline 
 
Mabeba and Prinsloo (2000:35) state that the present situation in South African 
schools is indicative of a lack of discipline, which has led to a continuation of 
unsuccessful learning and teaching. Poor learner discipline in public schools is 
ranked as one of the major concerns of all stakeholders in the education process in 
South Africa. Numerous attempts have been made to solve the problem and to re-
establish a culture of effective learning and teaching in schools.  
 
Thomson (2002:2), generally acknowledges that there is a general breakdown in 
discipline is evident in primary and secondary public schools in South Africa. Van 
Wyk (2001:198) goes on further to argue that parents can contribute to the 
development of problem behaviour by failing to discipline learners and provide social 
skills and support and also by neglecting to model appropriate behaviour. He 
contends that in many schools, parental involvement in areas such as learner 
discipline has been sorely lacking. Consistent with this, Bisetty (2001:3) points to the 
emphasis on fundamental rights in the Constitution of South Africa (RSA, 1996b), 
which has resulted in a general reluctance among parents to discipline their 
misbehaving children appropriately. 
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 Mokhele (2006:154) alleges that educators spend a disproportionate percentage of 
their time on dealing with learners’ misconduct. On a daily basis, educators have to 
deal with cases of ‘bunking’ of lessons, late arrivals for class, fighting in classrooms 
and overcrowded classrooms, which make exercising control over learners very 
difficult. He observes that many educators have difficulty in managing their classes; 
they encounter serious and persistent problems, which makes it virtually impossible 
for them to establish and maintain a relationship of mutual trust and respect in their 
classrooms. These educators generally still use authoritarian teaching strategies, 
making learners reliant on educators. The educators are largely reactive, waiting 
until misbehaviour occurs before taking action. In many classrooms the emphasis is 
still on punitive forms of discipline. Parents’ failure to cooperate with schools is a 
major contributing factor in the high failure rate, late registration, poor discipline and 
poor safety in South African classrooms and schoolyards. 
 
According to Knott-Craig (2007:2), corporal punishment is still used by many South 
African educators. He goes on to argue that schools in which corporal punishment is 
applied, experience the most serious disciplinary problems. Knott-Craig (2007:2) 
contends that the continued use of this practice sustains the false belief that it is 
acceptable to solve problems through violence. The need for revenge in conflict 
situations tends to escalate the levels of anger in both the educator and learner, to 
the point that lashing out verbally or physically actually brings satisfaction. Knott-
Craig (2007:3) contends that many South Africans allude to Scriptural condemnation 
of corporal punishment, whilst others argue that it is entrenched in their culture. 
These beliefs preclude the possibility of change. Educators claim that violence in 
schools has increased  
 
Mabeba and Prinsloo (2000:35) state that the present situation in South African 
schools is indicative of a lack of discipline, which has led to a continuation of 
unsuccessful learning and teaching. Poor learner discipline in public schools is 
ranked as one of the major concerns of all stakeholders in the education process in 
South Africa. Numerous attempts have been made to solve the problem and to re-
establish a culture of effective learning and teaching in schools. As stated by 
Thomson (2002:2), a general breakdown in discipline is evident in primary and 
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secondary public schools in South Africa. According to Van Wyk (2001:198), parents 
can contribute to the development of problem behaviour by failing to discipline 
learners and provide social skills and support and also by neglecting to model 
appropriate behaviour. He contends that in many schools, parental involvement in 
areas such as learner discipline has been sorely lacking. Consistent with this, Bisetty 
(2001:3) points to the emphasis on fundamental rights in the Constitution of South 
Africa (RSA, 1996b), which has resulted in a general reluctance among parents to 
discipline their misbehaving children appropriately. 
 
According to Mokhele (2006) parents’ failure to cooperate with schools is a major 
contributing factor in the high failure rate, late registration, poor discipline and poor 
safety in South African classrooms and schoolyards. Mokhele (2006:154) alleges 
that educators spend a disproportionate percentage of their time on dealing with 
learners’ misconduct. On a daily basis, educators have to deal with cases of 
‘bunking’ of lessons, late arrivals for class, fighting in classrooms and overcrowded 
classrooms, which make exercising control over learners very difficult. He observes 
that many educators have difficulty in managing their classes; they encounter 
serious and persistent problems, which make it virtually impossible for them to 
establish and maintain a relationship of mutual trust and respect in their classrooms. 
These educators generally still use authoritarian teaching strategies, making learners 
reliant on educators. The educators are largely reactive, waiting until misbehaviour 
occurs before taking action. In many classrooms the emphasis is still on punitive 
forms of discipline. 
 
 
2.8 Summary 
 
This chapter looks at the literature on learner discipline from various angles. For 
example the chapter gives the various definitions of discipline and punishment in the 
context of instilling discipline in learners. The chapter goes further to look at the 
various theories that have been put forward by various scholars. These attempt to 
explain how the home, neighbourhood in which the school is located, environment 
and level of parental discipline all contribute to how a learner discipline while at 
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school. The chapter also looks at learner discipline in a legal context.  This is done 
by looking at some of the pieces of legislation that affect children, the conduct at 
school, and various international statutes which affect children. The next chapter 
provides the methodologies that were used in the study. 
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Chapter 3 – Research Methodology 
 
3.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter outlines the empirical research process undertaken in the research. 
Undertaking research requires a thorough and a meticulous process. This implies 
that before actually conducting research, the researcher needs to create parameters 
within which the research project is to be conducted. This ensures that the research 
is orderly and follows a direction that will ensure that the process is focussed in 
terms of the research inquiry. This is accomplished by outlining a clear research 
design and methodology. 
 
 
3.2 Research Design 
 
Conrad and Serlin (2006:377) state that the research design chosen, will depend on 
the philosophical assumptions underlying how an inquiry into the phenomenon being 
studied can be pursued. The research questions and purposes should determine the 
selection of research design and methodology (Conrad &Serlin, 2006:337). McMillan 
and Schumacher (2001:31) are in agreement and state that the research design 
refers to the plan and structure of the investigation used to obtain evidence to 
answer the research questions. According to Leedy and Ormrod (2005:85), the 
research design provides the overall structure for the procedures the research 
follows, the data collection and analysis -which simply put means planning. This is 
always done with the central goal of solving the research problem in mind. In this 
regard, Denzin and Lincoln (2005:32) point out that due to many factors that must be 
considered in planning the research, inter alia, time and costs, it is imperative for 
researchers to consciously and purposely select and utilise those research methods 
that would permit better, convenient and successful attainment of specific research 
aims. McMillan and Schumacher (2001:35) state that an interactive qualitative 
inquiry is an in-depth study using face-to-face techniques to collect data from people 
in their natural settings.  
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Accordingly, the researcher interprets phenomena in terms of the meanings people 
bring to them and, as a qualitative researcher, builds a complex, holistic picture with 
detailed descriptions of informants’ perspectives (McMillan & Schumacher, 2001:35). 
In other words, the research design indicates how the research is set up, what 
happens to the subjects, and what methods of data collection are used. The purpose 
of the research design is to provide the most valid, accurate answers possible to the 
research questions. According to McMillan and Schumacher (2001:35), there are 
many types of research questions and many types of designs; it is important to 
match the design to the question. 
  
There are two broad approaches commonly used by researchers to collect data. 
These are the quantitative and qualitative approaches. In this research, a qualitative 
approach is used to investigate how learner discipline in secondary schools is 
currently managed. 
 
 
3.2.1 Qualitative Research 
 
Qualitative research uses many approaches that are quite different from one 
another. In this regard, Leedy and Ormrod (2005:133) state that all these 
approaches have two things in common namely, they focus on phenomena which 
occur in natural settings and they also involve studying these phenomena in all their 
complexity. Thus qualitative researchers recognise that phenomena they study have 
many dimensions and layers. To this end, qualitative research relies on researchers' 
abilities to interpret and make sense of what they see, which is critical for 
understanding any social phenomenon which makes up the researchers' instruments 
in qualitative research (Leedy&Ormrod, 2005:133). According to Gay and Airasian 
(2003:163), qualitative research is useful for describing and answering questions 
about participants and contexts. These authors claim that qualitative research is 
exceptionally suited for exploration or for beginning to understand a group or 
phenomenon. Conrad and Serlin (2006:407) state that qualitative research is 
interpretive and focuses on meaning and understanding and building concepts and 
theories. They cite Miles and Huberman (1994), who affirm that this is done through 
the intuition of the researcher who works to become an insider. 
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 Accordingly, Conrad and Serlin (2006:407) state that qualitative researchers gather 
detail through multiple interactive methods, identifying and systematically reflecting 
on their role in the inquiry and acknowledging and accommodating personal biases, 
values and interests. Conrad and Serlin (2006:407) affirm that qualitative work is 
empathetic, concentrating on the frames of reference and values of those involved. 
Constructivists focus on how individuals construct their lives, arguing that reality is 
more relative and locally suited and constructed than a positivist would contend. 
 
Qualitative research, according to Gay and Airasian (2003:13) seeks to probe deeply 
into the research setting with an intention of obtaining a deep understanding about 
the way things are as well as how participants perceive them. This provides insights 
into what people believe and feel about the way things are and as such allows 
researchers to maintain a physical presence in the research setting and involves 
texts of written words and the analysis of collected data. 
 
In this research, the researcher used a data collection method that allowed an 
extensive interaction with the participants in their own natural settings. For this 
purpose interviews and focus group discussions are going to be used. 
 
 
3.3 Sampling of Participants 
 
According to Gay and Airasian (2003:195), the qualitative researcher seeks to attain 
a deep understanding of relatively few participants in a single setting. Qualitative 
researchers typically deal with small, purposively selected samples. Their belief is 
that the key to sampling in qualitative research is to select participants who are able 
to provide insights and possess the desired articulations to attain the desired 
richness of qualitative data. In Creswell’s (2005:203) view, the qualitative researcher 
purposefully or intentionally selects individuals and sites that can make a meaningful 
contribution to the research study. He asserts that purposive sampling ensures that 
only those that can provide useful and maximum information that can assist the 
researcher understanding the research problem, will be selected for the study. 
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In this research the sampling technique used was stratified random sampling. The 
sample was stratified to ensure that the responses would come from teachers and 
learners in different classes and at different levels of their schooling. After stratifying 
the sample into classes, the sample is then random so that all the learners in a 
specific class have equal chances of being selected. 
 
In terms of the sample frame, the researcher will inter learners, educators, parents 
and officials from the Department of Education. This sample frame is designed in 
such a way that the researcher will get perspective from a wide spectrum of 
respondents. As for the sample size, a total of twelve learners will be interviewed, 
three from each class. Consequently, four teachers will be interviewed to give their 
perspective on learner discipline. Four parents will be interviewed to give their view 
from a parenting point of view. At least one education administrator at the District 
level will be interviewed so that they can give an insight on existing policies on 
learner discipline and how the department monitors and enforces these policies. 
 
3.4 Data Collection Tools 
 
3.4.1 Focus Groups 
 
According to Conrad and Serlin (2006:380), focus groups involve interviewing 
several participants at once. They express the opinion that this setting allows for a 
type of verbal exchange about issues that the researcher and participants may feel 
are important. This setting allows the participants to think about issues in ways they 
would not have, had they been interviewed alone. McMillan and Schumacher 
(1993:432) regard focus group interviews as a strategy for obtaining a better 
understanding of a problem or an assessment of a problem, concerns, a new 
product or idea through interviewing a purposefully sampled group of people, rather 
than each person individually.  
 
For this research, focus group discussions will be held with learners in a group so 
that they can collectively air their views on discipline, how it affects them and things 
which they believe need to be changed about it. Focus group discussions will also be 
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held with educators as a group in their natural setting so that they can also 
collectively express their views on current laws governing learner discipline.  
 
3.4.2  Interviews 
 
Interviews were another tool used by the researcher to get information from the 
various key informants. The interviews are open-ended allowing the researcher to 
get maximum information from the respondents without the responded feeling 
restricted or constrained by the questions. The interview was chosen as an 
appropriate data collection tool because, as described by various experts in 
qualitative research (Leedy&Ormrod, 2005:146, 184;), interviews provide the 
following opportunities: 
1. Gathering data through direct verbal interaction between individuals; 
2. Gaining in-depth understanding of participants and following up where 
necessary for clarity purposes; 
3. Fostering mutual respect and sharing of information with the 
participants; 
Establishing rapport with participants and therefore gaining cooperation; and 
conducting the interviews in natural and relaxed settings, 
Interviews in this research were the person-to-person type where interviewer and 
interviewee engaged on the phenomenon of the study in a setting that was relaxed 
and allowed for free interaction. 
 
3.5 Capturing and Handling Data 
 
The interviews conducted in this study were audio taped. Additional field notes 
containing non-verbal, para-verbal and verbal observations were made. The 
researcher used a transcriber to transcribe the interviews. The transcriptions were 
checked against the audio recordings to ensure that all data had been accounted for. 
The data sets were then printed for analysis. 
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3.6 Data Analysis 
 
According to Merriam (1998:178) and De Vos (2002:344), data analysis involves the 
process of making sense out of data collected by consolidating, reducing and 
interpreting what participants have said and what the researcher observed. 
According to Gay and Airasian (2003:239), data analysis takes place simultaneously 
with data collection. The initial step in data analysis is managing the data so that it 
can be studied. They further corroborate that the researcher cannot interpret data 
until the data is broken down and classified in some way. They claim that the 
analysis itself requires four iterative steps, namely reading; memoing; describing; 
classifying and interpreting, which is a cyclical process focusing on becoming familiar 
with the data and identifying main themes in it. Gay and Airasian (2003:239) further 
state that the interrelationships among reading, memoing, describing, classifying and 
interpreting are not necessarily linear. 
 
 
 
The following steps were taken during the data analysis: 
Data was organised into smaller units in the form of main concepts, sentences and 
individual words. 
1. The data was perused several times to get a sense of what it contained 
as a whole. Notes suggesting categories or interpretation were jotted down. 
2. General categories were identified and it was at this stage that a 
general impression of the study phenomenon began to emerge. 
3. Data was then summarised and integrated into the text for reporting. 
 
Additionally, a qualitative analysis software application was used to find common 
patterns among the responses. 
 
3.7 Summary 
 
This chapter outlines the research design that is the tools and methods that will be 
used to collect data during the fieldwork. The chapter stated at the very beginning 
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that qualitative research methods will be used during data collection. The chapter 
also spells out that that interviews and focus group discussions will be the main tools 
used to collect data. The sample includes learners, educators and policymakers from 
the department of education. The chapter goes to on outline how the collected 
primary data will be captured and analysed. The next chapter, Chapter Four, deals 
with the research findings. 
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 Chapter 4 – Research Findings 
 
4.1 Introduction 
 
This chapter will present the findings from the fieldwork research. A total of three 
categories of respondents were used and these are learners, educators and 
policymakers.  A total of 15 educators, 30 learners and 20 policymakers were 
interviewed. 
 
4.2 Definitions of Discipline According to the Learners 
 
The table below shows the responses by learners when they were asked to define 
‘discipline’ in their context 
 
 
Graph 4.1 – Definition of Discipline 
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 The information above shows that learners have different perceptions of discipline 
instead of a common understanding. Some believe it is good conduct while some 
believe it’s the consequence of their unbecoming conduct. While technically both 
perceptions are correct (the word discipline is both a noun and a verb) but in the 
context of school discipline a common definition and perception of discipline is 
missing. The varying definitions of discipline, as understood by learners, educators 
and policymakers makes it difficult to uniformly apply policies as the term means 
different things to different policy. 
 
Graph 4.2 – Percentage of Learners Who have Been Disciplined Before 
 
 
The table below shows that most of the learners have been disciplined at some point 
which means there is a frequency of discipline issues at schools. This necessitates 
some strong and fair disciplinary measure as there is a high likelihood of learners 
being disciplined at some point while they are at school. 
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4.3 Types of Discipline 
Graph 4.3 – Type of Discipline  
 
 
As seen from the graph below, corporal punishment is the method most commonly 
used to punish students by educators (specifically being assaulted with a stick). This 
is despite the fact that corporal punishment is now allowed by the law. Cleaning the 
school yard is also the second most frequent form of punishment involving cleaning 
the school yard, classrooms and school toilets. However, it is interesting to note that 
some learners also report that some teachers use shouting and verbal assault as 
form of punishment which, like corporal punishment, is not allowed by law. The 
above forms of punishment, some which are illegal like corporal punishment, shows 
that these punishments alone are not enough because their application has not 
curtailed issues of learner indiscipline in the schools under review. This therefore 
shows that more needs to be done if learner discipline can be improved. 
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4.4 Perception Fairness of Disciplinary System 
Graph 4.4 – Learner Perception on Discipline 
 
 
The graph above shows the responses from learners when they were asked for their 
opinion on the fairness of the whole disciplinary system. Generally, the learners 
admit there system is good but it is the punishment metered out that they object to. 
The graph below shows the same response from the educators. 
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Graph 4.5 - Learner Perception on Discipline 
 
The graph above shows that half of the respondents believe that the disciplinary 
system is fair while a third of the respondents are rather unsure. It is interesting to 
note that a majority of both learners and educators believe the system is fair in its 
current state. Most of the educators pointed out that the system is fair because it 
complies with all the rules and requirements of the South African Schools Act. 
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4.5 Adequacy of Legislative Framework in Ensuring 
Effective Discipline 
 
4.5.1 Educators’ Perception on the Existing Legislative Framework 
 
Graph 4.6 – Adequacy of Legislative Framework 
 
 
As seen from the responses above, the educators are rather divided on the extent to 
which the current legislative framework is adequate in ensuring effective discipline.  
Those who believe the framework is adequate points out to the South African 
Schools Act’s compliance with related legislation on human rights in general and 
children’s rights to be specific. Those who don’t think its effective point out the 
current framework is overly protective of the learners to an extent where effective 
discipline is impossible. 
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4.6 Challenges Met by Educators in Relation to Discipline 
 
Graph 4.7 – Challenges Faced By Educators 
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As seen from the graph above, the educators face a number of challenges 
when it comes to discipline. For example, there are reported incidences where 
parents or guardians are shy to come to school when called by the educators 
when there are disciplinary proceedings to be followed. This is coupled by the 
fact that some punishments especially those to be effected after school hours 
are also taxing on the teachers as they have to put in long hours by staying 
behind as well to monitor the learners. 
  
The educators also pointed that that the whole process from the offence to the 
punishment is rather long and drawn out. The other challenge pointed out by 
several educators is the fact that although schools have a disciplinary policy in 
place, there is a general failure to implement these policies largely because 
the whole process is long and cumbersome. 
It is also interesting to note that while educators cited failure to effect corporal 
punishment and suspension as challenges, a number of learners cited 
corporal punishment and suspension as routine forms of punishment (see 
Graph 3). 
 
4.7 Recommendations from Respondents 
 
The following are some of the recommendations made by learners when 
asked about their opinion on how best to improve the disciplinary system.  
The learners felt that it was more beneficial if teachers found a way of 
communicating with them instead of berating them in front of other learners 
which causes embarrassment. Some learners also felt there was more need 
for more discussion on the system as they feel left out of the process and their 
perspective is not taken into consideration yet the whole system will ultimately 
affect them. 
 
The learners also felt that the widespread punishment of cleaning was fair but 
they felt it needs to be intensified, possibly with more school duties so that it 
serves as a deterrent as the cleaning on its own was not hard enough. 
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It is interesting to note that generally the learners were convinced the 
punishments are not severe enough and were actually suggesting the 
adoption of corporal punishment. Some even suggested some forms of 
punishment which involved physical exertion like push ups. 
 
 
4.7.1 Recommendations From Educators 
 
Graph 4.8 – Recommendations From Educators 
 
 
The graph above shows some of the recommendations from educators on 
how best to improve the disciplinary system in schools. Some of these 
recommendations are similar to those made by learners. For example, both 
parties agree that there is need for a number of stakeholders to be involved in 
determining the verdict of the learners as well as choosing the punishment.  
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4.7.2 Recommendations From Policymakers 
Graph 4.9 – Policymakers’ Recommendations 
 
 
The table below shows some of the recommendations made by policymakers 
when asked about improving the overall discipline system in schools. One of 
the recommendations made was that schools need to have policies tailor-
made for their specific environment instead of just copying policies from other 
schools. For example the disciplinary polices in a public school located in a 
high crime rate neighbourhood need to be different from a private boarding 
school in a relatively quiet place. 
 
The policymakers, as other respondents, recommended that schools need to 
consult widely both in drafting the disciplinary process and in choosing the 
appropriate punishment for learners. They also recommended that all 
stakeholders need to know their roles so as to avoid potential conflict in the 
future. 
  
The stakeholders further recommended that schools need to increase their 
budgets after drafting disciplinary policies. This is because the policies come 
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with extra costs and obligations. For example if a learner is detained after 
school as part of punishment, the school need to arrange for the learner’s 
transport to go home after that. 
 
4.8 Summary 
 
This chapter provides the findings from the primary data collection conducted 
amongst various respondents. The chapter provides findings from a wide 
range of areas like how learners define discipline, how learners perceive 
fairness and their opinion on if they are being treated fairly. The chapter also 
captures the challenges faced by educators in their quest to instil discipline in 
learners. Lastly, the chapter captured the various recommendations from 
learners, educators and policymakers on how best to improve learner 
discipline in schools. Chapter Five provides a conclusion of the study as well 
as providing some recommendations. 
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Chapter 5 – Conclusion and 
Recommendations 
 
 
5.1 Introduction 
 
This part of the conclusion will look at some of the set objectives of the 
research which were the following: 
a) Analysing if the current legislative and policy framework is adequate in 
ensuring learner discipline 
b) Finding ways in which learner discipline can be improved in a way that 
is acceptable to both learners and teachers. 
A number of issues came out in the study and one of the prominent issues 
which came up is that most educators feel like they do not exercise enough 
control in the classroom due to the fact that corporal punishment has been 
banned in all schools under the South African Schools Act. Many educators 
have found themselves in a position of not knowing what to do in the absence 
of corporal punishment. No training in alternative forms of discipline was 
provided for teachers. As a result teachers felt, and still feel, that there is 
nothing that they can do to discipline children at school. 
 
 
Looking at literature, some very broad themes emerged. One of the themes 
that came out during literature review is that of decentralisation. With the new 
legislation governing schools, more and more responsibilities are being 
placed at the local levels. As a result, schools have been incapacitated to 
develop SGBs which make local policy affecting schools and even the 
learners have been cooped into the policy-making framework so that they 
have a say in the disciplinary code which will ultimately affect them. As a 
result of the decentralisation policy, each school has codes and regulations 
different from the next school and even though they might be in the same 
locality. 
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 The other theme touched by the literature review is on the general 
terminology used throughout the research. For example, discipline is 
generally termed as effort made to ensure corrective behaviour with an 
emphasis on allowing learners to learn from their mistakes and make the 
appropriate changes. On the other hand, punishment is punitive measures 
following a learner's mistake. Although, punishment is a facet of discipline, it is 
primarily a reaction and consequence of a learners mistake and plays little 
part in the overall formative behaviour process. Besides providing the broad 
distinction on discipline and punishment, the research also provides a number 
of definitions from several authors on how different the two subjects are. 
 
The literature also managed to give a legal framework within which the issue 
of learner discipline exists. This was done by looking at the local legislations, 
which deals with human rights and children's rights. The study also showed 
how the issue of learner discipline fits into the overall human rights context 
provides by the South African Constitution. The study also looks at other 
international statutes like the Human Rights Charter and several international 
statutes dealing with children's rights. As a result, the issue of learner 
discipline is has to satisfy several legal requirements, both local and 
international, which it managed to do. 
 
The other theme that the literature looked upon was the overall responsibility 
of educators when it comes to enforcing discipline and the role that society in 
general plays on learner discipline. Some researchers like Joubert and 
Prinsloo (1999) argues that educators should not only maintain learner 
discipline at schools only but should maintain discipline at all times. This is 
because in some cases learners comes from homes or backgrounds that 
don't insist on corrective behaviour which means educators have to take on a 
more active and expanded role to ensure that learners conduct themselves in 
the appropriate manner at all times. 
 
The study also shows that there is a very high correlation between corporal 
punishment and high levels of violence within society. This is based not only 
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on empirical data but the general theory that violence begets violence. With 
violence levels already high in South Africa, it is therefore a matter of priority 
that corporal punishment is effectively banned so as to reduce violence levels 
in the community. 
 
 
5.3 General Observations 
 
The other issue that came out during the study is that there is no common 
understanding of what discipline is between and among the educators and 
learners. During fieldwork, it emerged that the definition spectrum was so 
wide when it came to defining discipline and this had the problem of both 
learners and educators failing to see the difference between discipline and 
punishment and the attendant problems of failing to recognise the distinction. 
 
The other issue that came up during the study is that a high number of 
learners have been disciplined before. With 93% of the learners having gone 
through some kind of discipline before. This especially shows the need to 
have a clear and comprehensive disciplinary code in place considering the 
high number of transgressions that occur within schools. 
 
Although the law (both local and international statutory instruments) 
specifically forbids corporal punishment as a measure of discipline, it emerged 
that the practice is still very much in use in schools. Not only is corporal 
punishment still being widely used but there are also high incidences of verbal 
assault, which constitutes verbal abuse and is not permissible as well. This 
probably suggests two conclusions. First, it is likely that the educators have 
not been made aware of the laws regarding corporal punishment and 
therefore continue doing it. Secondly, it is possible that probably the 
educators have come to the conclusion that corporal punishment is the only 
measure that the learners will respond to when it comes to enforcing 
discipline. However, regardless of the reasons for perpetuating corporal 
punishment, it now appears that schools, or rather educators specifically, 
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continue to contribute to violence in society in some way by continuing with 
corporal punishment, often for short term gains, with the consequence that the 
learners will perpetuate the violence in their respective communities. 
 
What is interesting is that despite the high incidences of corporal punishment, 
which the law expressly forbids, most learners are of the opinion that the 
disciplinary system is fair. Only a minority of them (7%) believes that the 
system is unfair. It is most likely that the learners, because of the severity of 
their transgressions, and the equally harsh disciplinary methods like corporal 
punishment, are of the opinion that the system is fair even though the 
equilibrium of both the original offence and resultant correctional measure are 
outside the confines of the law. 
 
The other conclusion to emerge from the study is that generally the educators 
are rather unhappy and not satisfied with the current state of the disciplinary 
system especially the policy framework. About two thirds of the educators 
believe the system is rather inadequate when it comes to learner discipline. 
When probed further, the minority who believes the system is adequate points 
out the compliance with a number of legislations on the other hand those who 
feels it is not adequate point out the fact that the system is overly protective of 
learners making it almost impossible to discipline them. In other words, while 
the educators acknowledge that the policy satisfies all legal requirements, 
they still feel its flawed as it prevents them from discharging their duties 
effectively. This probably explains why educators resort to corporal 
punishment after realising that the current system does not work for them. 
 
Looking at the empirical evidence, it can be concluded that indeed there are 
procedural and logistical challenges when it comes to implementing the 
disciplinary process. For example the two biggest challenges raised by the 
educators is that the process is rather time consuming and there is a general 
failure to implement the policy. With the majority of the teachers complaining 
that strictly implementing the policy takes away their time from the core 
business of teaching, this raises concerns because the teachers are the main 
interfaces of the policy and should be able to implement the policy without any 
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challenges.  
However, it is important to note out that according to the fieldwork results, 
teachers feel that the challenge with the current disciplinary process goes way 
beyond some structural inadequacies within the policy. Rather, they also feel 
parents need to tale some of the blame. This is because some of the parents 
are rather over-protective of their children and object to them being 
disciplined. Some of the parents are rather embarrassed to come to schools 
when asked to do so when their child commits and offence because this is 
part of the disciplinary process. On the other hand, some of the learners feel it 
is fashionable for them to undergo through the disciplinary process. One can 
therefore surmise that by making parents part of the disciplinary makes the 
whole process complex. The absence of positive role models in the 
communities upon which learners can model their behaviour further 
compounds the problem. 
 
Just as with the definition of discipline, the recommendations from all the 
stakeholders like educators, learners and policymakers differed widely, 
reflecting their overall positions and preferences. For example, the educators 
felt there should be a balance between learner responsibility and rights so that 
the discipline is based on the conduct of the learners themselves. Most 
importantly, they felt that the learners shouldn't object to whatever punishment 
is metered out to them. On the other hand, the policymakers felt the solution 
is more consultation, improving the school budget and making tailor-made 
policies. Learners on the other hand feel the educators do not communicate 
with them properly as they berate them in front of other learners and they 
generally feel left out in participating in the process that will ultimately impact 
on them. 
 
5.2 Current Legislative Framework and Learner 
Discipline 
 
Looking at the first objective, both the literature and primary research shows 
that there is enough provision at the legislative level to ensure that there is 
63 
 
effective discipline in schools. For example, the South African Schools Act, in 
combination with other statutory instruments on children rights and basic 
human rights as well as international obligations like the Human Rights 
Charter ensure that the basic rights of learner (children) are preserved. At the 
same time, the law makes provision for individual schools to set up their own 
disciplinary policies in a manner they see fit. 
  
The above setup theoretically seems adequate but there are some problems. 
First, the fact that there is no uniform and ubiquitous disciplinary system 
means the system is open to neglect and abuse as there is no uniform 
guideline to be followed. While the idea is for schools to come up with unique 
policies that work in their immediate environments, responses from 
policymakers show that that this is not the case as schools “cut and paste” 
policies from other schools resulting in multiple schools having the same 
policy despite their salient differences. Secondly, educators were almost 
unanimous in their condemnation of the disciplinary legislation as they said it 
overly protects the learners to such an extent that it’s difficult to punish the 
learner effectively. Also, the safety measures built into the South African 
Schools Act to safeguard the rights of the learner makes the whole 
disciplinary process cumbersome and give some extra and unnecessary 
workload to the educators and school administrators. 
 
All in all, the legislation and policy framework is technically adequate as it 
provides a conducive environment and enough leeway for schools to operate. 
However, it is this flexibility which is also its biggest undoing as this make is 
difficult to implement the legislation at the school level because of the extra 
workload it puts on staff. 
 
5.3 Discipline Which is Acceptable to Both Parties 
 
The second objective talks about way in which learner discipline can be 
improved in such a way that is acceptable to both learners and educators. As 
a result, there is need to find a middle ground on which some 
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recommendations can be based. Based on the responses from both the 
learners and the educators, the following recommendations can be put in 
place to try and improve the discipline of learners: 
 
a) As mentioned by both parties, there is need for concerted efforts to 
teach the learners about the existing rules and forms of punishment for 
each rule. This way, they know exactly the kind of punishment they will 
receive once they commit an offence. This avoids a situation where 
learners complain of excessive and unfair punishment. Because the 
school environment is dynamic because some new learners come in 
every year, the process needs to be on-going so that new learners get 
to know of the school regulations while existing learners keep reminded 
of the rules. 
 
b) Besides educating the learners about the existing rules, there is also 
need to educate the teachers on a constant basis in the form of 
workshops. This is because teachers are always changing so there is 
need for regular refresher workshops on learner discipline. More 
importantly, there is need to ensure that educators resort to 
punishments that are within the school’s disciplinary policy. For 
example, all the learners reported that one of the widespread 
punishment methods used by teachers is corporal punishment using a 
stick which is expressly forbidden by the South African Schools Act. 
The learners also reported that teachers sometimes used punishments 
like verbal assault and suspension which are not in the school 
disciplinary policy. This further necessitate intensive educator training 
on the school disciplinary policy as such illegal punishments opens the 
whole school to threats such as litigation. 
 
 
c) There is further need for open channels of communication between the 
learners and the school authorities. This is to ensure that there is 
feedback from the learner’s on the whole disciplinary process as well 
as to engender a measure of trust between the learners and educators. 
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This kind of feedback also allows the school authorities to adjust their 
policies accordingly. For example, responses from the interviewed 
learners show that they feel that the existing punishments are not 
severe enough as they do very little to deter learners from further 
transgressions. 
 
d) As suggested by educators, there is need to make sure that the 
offence by a learner receives corresponding punishment without any 
reservations. In other words, there is need for clear distinction between 
offences of varying severity. For example, punishments for being late 
for school, bullying other students and stabbing on school premises 
need to be different to show their varying seriousness. 
 
 
e) There is need to continuously update the school disciplinary policy so 
that it stays relevant. For example, due to feedback from learners, 
guardians and new legislations all necessitates the policy being 
continuously updated to take these changes into account. More 
importantly, there are emerging issues which needs to be captured into 
school disciplinary policies so that when they arise, the school 
authorities are properly equipped to deal with them. For example, there 
are issues of cyber bulling (posting negative and degrading stuff about 
educators or other learners on social networks, pornography and 
capturing pornographic or nudity material on cell phones). Also, as 
more and more schools have computer labs there is need to 
incorporate in the disciplinary policy the rules and regulations regarding 
the use of such equipment and the kind of content that learners are not 
allowed to access create or store on the school computers. All these 
are emerging issues which needs to be looked at so that they are 
captured in the school disciplinary policy and students know the 
corresponding punishment for such offences. 
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Besides the above specific recommendations above, there is need to consider 
other generic recommendations that were made by policymakers like having a 
policy that is specific to the school and is conscious of the school’s specific 
environment. There is also need to adjust the school budget accordingly as 
some of the recommendations above like the continuous refresher workshops 
for both learners and teachers translate into extra funds and continuously 
monitoring the school disciplinary policy and updating it whenever possible 
also needs extra funds which might not be catered for in the school budget. 
 
5.4 Summary 
 
The study makes clear a number of things regarding learner discipline. First, 
the Literature Review shows that the legislation, in theory, has provided an 
adequate framework for educators to deal with issues of learner discipline 
within their respective schools. Secondly, the study also shows that some 
forms of punishment which are expressly forbidden like corporal punishment 
and verbal abuse are still being used in the schools as a means to enforce 
learner discipline. Third, despite all the legislations and policies put in place to 
curb learner indiscipline, the problem still persists because there are some 
structural challenges which make it difficult and in some cases impossible to 
implement some of the recommended policies and legislations. Lastly, 
narratives from both the learners and educators show that for the policies to 
be implemented and issues of discipline kept in check, there is need to have a 
multi-stakeholder approach which involves parents and other community 
members to ensure that the disciplinary process is transparent and all-
inclusive. 
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Annexure 1 – Interview Guides 
 
Interview Guide – Learners 
 
What do you understand by discipline? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
Have you ever been disciplined before? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
How learners are normally disciplined? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
Do you feel the discipline system at the school is fair? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
If not, what kinf of recommendations do you make to make it more fair / 
effective? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
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Annexure 2 – Interview Guides 
 
Interview Guide – Educators 
 
Do you think the current legislative framework is adequate in ensuring 
effective learner discipline? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
Do you have a school disciplinary policy? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
What challenges have you met when administering learner discipline? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................... 
Do you feel the discipline system at the school is fair? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................... 
How do you think the overall learner disciplinary process can be made more 
effective? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
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Annexure 3 – Interview Guides 
   
Interview Guide – Policymakers 
 
What is your role in the administering of learner discipline? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
............................................................................................................ 
.......................................................................................................................................
........................... 
 
Do you thing the current policy is fair enough for students and effective 
enough for learners? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
....................................................................................................................................... 
 
Do you have cases where you have to intervene on issues of discipline at 
schools? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................................... 
 
How do you think the overall learner disciplinary policy can be made more 
effective? 
.......................................................................................................................................
.......................................................................................................................................
...................................................................................................................................... 
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